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This  article  presents  the  results  of a study  on  women’s  roles  and  identity  as  farmers,  as  perceived  by  17
women  and  24 men  in  three  Syrian  villages,  which  was  carried  out  between  2007  and  2009  as  part  of
long-term,  in-depth  research  in  these  villages  in  the context  of  a participatory  plant  breeding  programme.
The  ﬁndings  reveal  that understanding  who  is  considered  a farmer,  at household  and  community  levels,  is
biased by  gender  norms.  Women  in  the  study  villages  play  substantial  roles  in  farming  and  are  increasingly
involved  in  agricultural  management,  but  they  are  generally  overlooked  or  under-valued  as  farmers
by  both  men and  women,  at the  household  and community  levels.  Men  typically  are  considered  to be
‘the  farmers’  and  women  to be only  their  helpers.  However,  the  ﬁndings  also  reveal  a more  nuanced
understanding  of  the contribution  of women  and  men  to  farming  as  households  pragmatically  deal  with
their  needs  and  possibilities  in  the  actual  conditions  they  encounter.  The  article  presents  some  of  the
reasons  behind  this  ‘invisibility  of women  as farmers’,  as  understood  by  the  respondents,  and  discusses
the  implications  for the  participatory  plant  breeding  programme.
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. Introduction
Incomes from small-scale agriculture in Syria are declining.
ural households ﬁnd it increasingly difﬁcult to rely solely on farm-
ng and off-farm employment constitutes an important source of
ncome. Men  are looking for off-farm work in cities or abroad, leav-
ng women in charge of the agricultural work. As a consequence,
ore and more farmers are women [1].
Despite their substantial role in agronomic activities1 women
re not addressed by agricultural research and extension services
2]. Institutions working on rural livelihood enhancement target
heir policies and research outputs to male farmers only. The invis-
bility of women in agriculture has been shown to affect women’s
ccess to extension services and information, and their control over
roduction processes and resources [2]. This impacts negatively on
omen’s ability to perform their role as farmers and food providers,
nd on their decision-making in relation to agriculture. By over-
ooking the role of women  in farming, development programmes
∗ Corresponding author. Permanent address: Fraz. Castagneti Alto, Via Tozzano
2a, 63100 Ascoli Piceno, Italy. Tel.: +49 15731805072; fax: +39 073641758.
E-mail address: alessandra.galie@gmail.com (A. Galiè).
1 Agronomic activities comprise the creation, management and optimization of
gricultural production to improve food production and to manage and use natural
esources in a sustainable way.
573-5214/$ – see front matter ©  2012 Royal Netherlands Society for Agricultural Scienc
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can miss their target and reduce their effectiveness in enhancing
food security or improving rural livelihoods [2].
The participatory plant breeding programme (PPB) co-ordinated
by the International Centre for Agricultural Research in the Dry
Areas (ICARDA) in Syria forms the immediate context of this study.
The ICARDA PPB programme started in Syria in 1996 to improve and
disseminate barley varieties that better respond to farmers’ house-
hold needs and market opportunities in the most marginal areas.
Selecting the ‘right’ farmers to involve is a key procedural step if PPB
is to develop varieties that are relevant at farm level under diverse
socio-cultural and agro-ecological circumstances [3]. However, at
its inception in 1996 the PPB programme adopted a gender-neutral
approach, i.e., the programme’s activities were open to the partic-
ipation of both female and male farmers but no gender lens was
adopted in assessing farmers’ needs and differences or in partic-
ipant selection. In 2006 it was  found that only men  had become
involved in the breeding activity although preliminary evidence
indicated that women in the areas in which the programme was
operating were in fact involved in farming activities relevant to
PPB.
A diagnostic study [4] was  carried out to assess the reasons
for the absence of women  from the programme to that date. One
of the reasons the respondent women  mentioned for not being
involved in the programme was their own assumption that PPB
activities addressed male farmers only [4]. Thereafter, a study was
undertaken to analyse the intra-household division of agronomic
labour in the households of the respondent women and assess their
es. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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ole in farming [5]. This study revealed that all the women inter-
iewed were involved in agricultural management. A further study
as designed in order to better understand, from the respondents’
oint of view, ‘who is considered to be a farmer and recognized
s a farmer’ and the identity of women who are actually involved
n farming and agricultural decision-making. The ﬁndings of this
tudy are reported and discussed in this article.
. Conceptual framework
We took as our starting point the weight of the evidence, from
ll countries, for the existence of a general perceptual discrepancy
etween women’s actual contribution to agriculture and the image
f agriculture as a male domain (summarized, for instance, in [6,2]).
arming typically is simply assumed by agricultural planners or
ervice suppliers to be an enterprise controlled by men, where men
re the farmers and women the ‘farmer-wives’ [7]. Deﬁnitions of
farm activity’ usually are framed by male-related characteristics
uch as “productive, hard work with heavy, brute machines” [8] or,
t times, deﬁnitions of who is a farmer refer directly and solely to
en  [9].
Since at least the 1980s, rural gender studies have challenged
he assumption that agriculture is a predominantly male activity.
rauger, for example, deﬁned on the basis of empirical research on
arming in the USA a woman farmer as “a woman who  is the pri-
ary contributor of labour and decision-making to a farm on a daily
asis, or is the employer of individuals who assist with farm work”
7: 294]. Researchers criticized agricultural research for develop-
ent (reviewed, for instance, in [10]) for overlooking what Brandth
8] called “the composite social character of the family farm, and
or treating it as a unit of common interests” [8: 181]. While studies
n women in agriculture, and in farming systems research, initially
ocused on documenting empirically the gender division of farm
abour in order to analyse the distinct roles of women  and men  in
arming by the early 1990s the focus had shifted, to include under-
tanding the way ‘identities’ are constructed in farm realities and
re affected by gender [11].
Michael [12], in his analysis of the processes involved in the con-
truction of identity, interrogates the ‘discursive practices’ through
hich identity emerges. Analyses of discourse are premised on the
onstruction of identity through the way people speak or write
bout identities. Discourses are heterogeneous and provide com-
eting and contradictory ways of giving meaning to the world
8]. They affect people’s understanding of what individuals, and
eiﬁed social categories such as ‘women’ are expected to do and
ow they are expected to behave. Howard and Hollander [13] ana-
ysed identity creation from the perspective of the stories people
ell about themselves and others, in the light of theorizing about
ocial exchange, social cognition and symbolic interaction. They
uggest that identities result from the way “individuals in social
ituations manipulate the impressions they give to manage others’
erceptions of them” and maintain that individuals juggle multiple
dentities to “present particular selves to particular others for par-
icular reasons” [13: 99]. Murshed [14] argues that it is through this
rocess that individuals privilege some identities and marginalize
r even negate certain other ones.
It appears that the overlapping of identity narratives by indi-
iduals in a speciﬁc historical time and location leads to the
agniﬁcation of certain common identities that become ‘social
ruths’, to the expense of other identities that might not be rec-
gnized as appropriate and are marginalized [14: 402]. Thus,
dentities are neither ﬁxed nor absolute; they can be manipulated
or personal or social advantage and may  be used to reinforce
ominance and maintain hierarchy. Howard and Hollander refer
o the “limited set of symbols [or meanings attached to peopleof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33
and behaviours] that may  afﬁrm stereotypical understandings of
positions such as husbands, wives, students. . .”  [13: 101]. Fou-
cault [15] and Brandth [8] also discuss the processes by which
some discourses become hegemonic and other ones marginal as
affected by power dynamics among social actors and by the com-
plex and changing contexts in which discourses about identity
arise.
Hegemonic discourses affect the capacity of individuals to assert
identities that diverge from the stereotypical identities associated
to the structural position they occupy. A disjuncture between indi-
viduals’ own  sense of who they are and the identity assigned to
them by others can result both in non-recognition or rejection by
others of the self-chosen identity and in the production of alter-
native discourses that resist or challenge hegemonic discourses of
identity. It might also result in ambiguous identities where various
meanings coexist [8]. Power struggles over assertions of identity
and for ‘recognition’ by others in turn affect individuals’ ‘self-
determination’. Self-determination is, in Sen’s words [16], people’s
capability of living the lives that they have reason to value. Accord-
ing to Santarius and Sachs [17] ‘recognition’ in turn is of any identity
that individuals freely choose to take in society and it includes both
self-recognition of inner ontological transformations – that leads
to individuals’ choices of identity – and their public recognition by
others.
Discourse analysis has provided a useful framework for much
gender research because it allows researchers to move away from
polarized discussion of gender identities as a matter of ‘nature’
and ‘essence’, and to take into account how gender-based power
imbalances affect the identities of ‘man’ and ‘woman’, and how
the meaning of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ arises in any particular
context. The framework opens up the space to understand how gen-
der identities are affected by other determinants of inequity (e.g.,
ethnicity, appearance, age, social status, religion). Howard and Hol-
lander deﬁne gender identities as “socially deﬁned self-meanings
one has as a female or male” [13: 97]. Hoang [18], and Howard
and Hollander [13] document how gender identities are enacted
through everyday behaviour, are affected by peoples’ beliefs about
gender, are complex because deﬁned in relation to other social sys-
tems of difference, and are malleable because subject to power
negotiations, changing discourses and experienced realities of mas-
culinity and femininity.
Hoang [18] speaks of a discrepancy between “men’s lived expe-
riences of their own masculinities, which are necessarily multiple,
and their lived expectations of masculinity, which are contained
in a hegemonic normative model or set of ideas concerning what
deﬁnes a man” [18: 734]. Trauger [7] studied public agricultural
spaces in the USA that are largely dominated by men  (such as
equipment dealerships and local town halls) as sources of farm-
ers’ knowledge, legitimacy and afﬁrmation and as sites where the
recognition of men  as ‘farmers’ and women as ‘farmer-wives’ is
both produced and legitimized.
Trauger also analysed the subversive potential of women  afﬁrm-
ing their role as farmers: “when women assume the role of farmer
they transgress the traditional gender roles, work cultures and
ideologies that deﬁne the social narratives of farming” [7: 290].
‘Self-presentation’ is the public afﬁrmation of chosen identities,
Michael suggested [12] and therefore, essential in asserting sub-
versive identities. In a circular fashion, self-presentation in the farm
context is affected by hegemonic and gendered discourses shaping
the identity of ‘a farmer’. This article reports an analysis of the self-
presentation of 17 farm women  and 24 farm men, and of the local
understanding of ‘who is a farmer’. The self-presented identities
are shown to confront hegemonic discourses; some are recognized
(e.g., as ‘legitimate’), overlooked or discarded (e.g., as ‘inappropri-
ate’) by others. The implications of the ﬁndings for the participatory
plant breeding programme are then considered.
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rig. 1. The villages involved in the PPB programme in 2006 and the three villages
f  this research.
ource: ICARDA PPB leaﬂet 2006.
. Methodology
At the start of this study in 2006, the PPB barley programme was
perating in 24 villages spread across seven provinces that stretch
cross three agro-ecological zones of Syria (ﬁve agro-ecological
ones are deﬁned in Syria by rainfall that varies from 1500 mm in
he coastal western areas to less than 100 mm in the south-east, and
haracterized by diverse farming systems): zone 2 has an average
nnual rainfall between 250 and 350 mm;  and zone 4 has an aver-
ge annual rainfall between 150 and 200 mm.  These are marginal
reas affected by recurrent drought and resulting crop losses. In
ach village, between eight and ten male farmers were involved
n the PPB work consistently across the four years of the selection
rocedures undertaken by farmers (Fig. 1).
In 2006, a diagnostic study was undertaken to understand the
easons for the absence of women from the programme to that date.
 study of intra-household agricultural management had revealed
hat the respondent women in fact were involved in agricultural
ctivities, more than their male relatives in the same households.
he diagnostic study revealed that the ﬁrst reason for the absence
f the respondent women farmers from the PPB programme was
heir ‘assumption that activities addressed male farmers only’ [4].
 gender-sensitive analysis was then undertaken between 2007
nd 2009 with 17 women and 24 men  to assess the perceptions
nd recognition of ‘who is a farmer’ and of ‘women’s identity as
armers’.
The analysis was designed as exploratory small-N impact assess-
ent [19]. A small-N approach was preferred to large-N statistical
nalysis because it was  considered more appropriate for in-depth
ausal analysis of a problem situation and for appreciation of pro-
esses of change in a context where very little secondary data or
omplementary research information is available [20]. The outputs
f such small-N research are useful to identify issues and gener-
te questions that can be examined in large-N studies, and, with
aution, be extrapolated to similar settings, and interpolated into a
imilar activity elsewhere [21] (such as another PPB programme),
s hypothesized innovations subject to further testing and analysis
22,23]..1. The respondents and their villages
Twelve of the 17 women interviewed comprised the main
espondent panel members over the entire period of the overallof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33 27
study and participated in both written exercises and discussions;
ﬁve additional women  participated only in the discussions. The 17
women respondents were selected strategically from three villages,
based on their ability and willingness to provide in-depth informa-
tion with regard to farming, seed and crop/livestock management.
All the women interviewed belonged to 10 households (Table 1
), distributed across the three case study villages Ajaz, Souran
and Lahetha (Fig. 1). These three villages were selected among
the set of 24 villages involved in the PPB programme in 2006.
The selected villages were thought to offer contrasting settings in
terms of a continuum of existing ‘household participation in PPB’.
Farmers from Souran were involved in the PPB since 1996; farm-
ers from Lahetha were involved in PPB since 2003; farmers from
Ajaz expressed an interest in PPB in 2006 but for logistical reasons
participation never started.
Ajaz is situated in the north-western province of Idleb and has
an average annual rainfall of 320 mm.  Its population, around 600
people, consists of Sunni Muslims. Souran, in the centre-east Hama
province, has an average annual rainfall of 340 mm.  Its population
is roughly 40,000 and Sunni Islam is the main religion. In Ajaz and
Souran the relatively favourable conditions allow intensive agricul-
ture. Average landholding size is 4.5 ha of cultivated land of which
63% is rainfed, 27% irrigated and 10% fallow. Planting is mechanized
for almost all crops (wheat, barley, lentils, chickpea, cumin) exclud-
ing vegetables. Wheat and barley are harvested mechanically. In
both villages the majority of women  and only a small percentage
of the men  respondents were found to be involved in agriculture full
time. In Souran the older respondent woman (60–63), a widow, was
a full-time farmer involved with her daughter (25–27) in all man-
ual activities on-farm (i.e., planting, hoeing, fertilizing, weeding,
harvesting, processing vegetables; livestock care; seed selection;
hand-harvest of lentil, chickpea, black-cumin, olive, pistachio and
cotton). The mother only was  also involved in the sale of barley seed
and straw from the house. Mechanized activities were performed
by hired labour and arranged by the menfolk. Table 1 provides an
overview of the households of the respondents.
In Ajaz the women  were involved in activities similar to those of
Souran. The respondents comprised an older woman (60–65) who
worked on the family farm and one unmarried daughter (23–26)
involved in agriculture on and off-farm; an unmarried woman
(21–25) from a second household who  worked in agriculture both
on and off-farm. A married woman (27–32) from a third household
was in charge of the household farming, housekeeping and chil-
dren care. In a fourth household, one unmarried woman managed
the family farm and was  de facto the head of the household because
her parents were too old to work and her brother worked abroad.
The third village, Lahetha, is in the south-west Sweida province
and has an average annual rainfall of 185 mm.  Its population is
around 3500, belonging to the Druze religious community. Lahetha
is mainly steppe and desert where agriculture is barely possi-
ble. The households grew barley in the main ﬁelds, which in
years of higher rainfall was  sold as fodder thereby providing a
second source of income, and grew some vegetables for family
consumption, in the home garden. Cultivation of wheat ceased
between 2000 and 2005 because recurrent droughts had caused
yield losses. Households mainly rely on non-farm income and
casual employment. For all respondent households agriculture
was mainly a part-time activity. Men  in this village, accord-
ing to the respondents, were more likely than women to travel
abroad and be employed in non-farm activities. Two  respondent
women (aged between 50 and 65) were involved in agriculture
with their husbands to hand harvest and sell barley. Planting was
mechanized and done by hired labour. The women were in charge
of vegetable production and processing, and seed selection. Three
widows (55–60) did the farm work themselves and with the help
of their children or hired labour when needed.
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.2. Data collection
The study was carried out principally by means of in-depth
epeat interviews with 17 women and 24 men  and took place
ver two periods of ﬁeld work between 2007/2008 and 2009. Each
eriod lasted between ﬁve and six months. A number of Participa-
ory Rural Appraisal techniques (PRA) [24] were used to assess –
ith the women – household composition and structure [25] and
nalyse the women’s self-positioning within the family. Free-listing
26] was used to list the elements that, according to the respon-
ent women, were essential to deﬁne a farmer. Semi-structured
nterviews [27] were used to deepen discussion of women’s self-
resentation and their ‘perceptions of who is a farmer’.
able 1
ccupation of the members of the respondents’ households in the villages Ajaz, Souran aof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33
A male MA student carried out seven semi-structured inter-
views on the same topics, with 24 men  in the same three villages
in 2009, to explore men’s opinion about male perceptions of ‘who
is a farmer’. Eleven of the male respondents were related to the
respondent women, and eight were PPB participants.
Additional interviews were undertaken as part of an evaluation
of an International Farmers’ Conference organized by ICARDA in
2008 [28]. The International Farmers Conference was organized by
the ICARDA-PPB programme in May  2008. It involved 50 farmers
(14 women and 36 men) and 12 researchers (7 men  and 5 women),
from 9 countries in the Middle East and North Africa region.
The conference focused on the potential value of farmers’ knowl-
edge for agricultural research. The proceedings and the interviews
nd Lahetha.
A. Galiè et al. / NJAS - Wageningen Journal of Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33 29
Table  1 (Continued)
Source: Family structure, daily and seasonal calendars, Ajaz, Souran and Lahetha, 2008 and 2009.
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tenerated additional insights into the participants’ gender-
ifferentiated perceptions of the agricultural knowledge of farmers,
heir crop priorities, and the roles of women in agriculture [28].
.3. Data analysis
All interviews were written down, digitally transcribed and ver-
ﬁed by one female assistant and the respondents. The software
ackage Atlas.ti 6.0 (Development GmbH 1993) was used to orga-
ize, code and disaggregate the textual material for qualitative and
uantitative analysis.
The elements mentioned during the free-listing exercise
nd their local meaning were listed and ranked according to
heir frequency. Consensus analysis [29] was then performedmanually on the extracted statements that were grouped into
seven main domains [20]: (1) gender roles (to include all state-
ments that associated the identity ‘farmer’ to the ‘roles’ that women
or men  are ‘supposed’ to take in society); (2) land ownership
(statements connecting the identity of farmers to the ownership
of land); (3) decision-making (associations between farmers and
decision-makers at farmer level); (4) important work (statements
that farmers are those who  do ‘important work’); (5) knowledge
(assertions that farmers are those who have knowledge about
farming); (6) family origin (statements asserting that those whose
family of origin was of farmers were in turn considered farmers);
(7) interest in agriculture (statements arguing that mostly men
were considered farmers because women were not interested in
agriculture).
30 A. Galiè et al. / NJAS - Wageningen Journal 
Box 1: Gendered space
A widow from Lahetha identiﬁed two key elements of a
‘respectable woman’: staying in the house and wearing the
veil. Unfortunately, she argued, she needed to work in her
shop and ﬁelds to provide for her family. In addition, she could
not wear the veil since the interaction with men  and women
customers was incompatible with the reserved behaviour that
wearing the veil entails. When a new stipend contributed to
the household economy she moved her shop into her house
(Lahetha, 19.02.2008).
An unmarried woman in Ajaz, who deﬁned herself as a farmer,
had taken on the household agricultural work and manage-
ment, including the more public roles that are usually reserved
for the men. This exception was tolerated in the village because
her father and mother were too old to work, and her brother
lived abroad. However, the other women in the village believed
her chances of getting married were small because men
do not like to marry  strong and independent women (Ajaz,
26.02.2009).
In some households in the village of Ajaz, the women who were
cultivating the family ﬁeld were given to manage indepen-
dently a smaller ﬁeld as a payment for their work. The revenues
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tgenerated from this smaller ﬁeld belonged to the women who
could dispose of them autonomously.
. Results
.1. Perceptions of who is a farmer
None of the women respondents thought that being a farmer
as associated with negative perceptions and three women explic-
tly said that an identity as a farmer was positive in their village. Of
he 17 women respondents, in Ajaz and Souran two  older women
 one from Ajaz and one from Souran – deﬁned both themselves
nd their husbands as farmers; three young respondents had difﬁ-
ulty describing their own occupation; ﬁve considered themselves
o be ‘helpers’ in agriculture; one thought of herself as a farmer;
nother deﬁned herself mainly as a teacher – although this was a
ecent and short-term assignment – but added that she also worked
n agriculture. In Lahetha, only a widow who worked full time in
griculture deﬁned herself as a farmer. Two women said their hus-
ands were farmers and one of them added that she worked with
er husband in the ﬁelds. Two widows considered themselves to
e ‘involved in agriculture’. In all villages the younger and unmar-
ied women generally deﬁned their fathers – whether employed
n non-farm activities or retired – as farmers whereas their moth-
rs were generally deﬁned as housewives. Box 1 shows three cases
here the roles of women as farmers were perceived differently by
he respondents and their communities.
All 24 men  in the three villages claimed that they were ‘the farm-
rs’ (it is noteworthy that the stress that in English is rendered by
he deﬁnite article, was used consistently in the responses). When
sked about the role of women in agriculture, all the men  in Souran
nd Ajaz agreed that women worked with them by taking care
f all the manual work. They generally added that mechanization
ubstantially reduced the women’s workload because machines
re operated by men  only. In Lahetha, some farmers argued that
omen increasingly were involved in non-agricultural activities,
nd therefore no longer contributed to agriculture (as much as
hey did formerly); however, none of them viewed the increas-
ng engagement of males in non-agricultural activities as a sign
f men’s decreasing contribution to agriculture. One male respon-
ent, for instance, argued that women did not work in agriculture
ecause in his shop – that sold fertilizers and seed to farmers – the
ustomers were mainly women. In his opinion this demonstrated
hat the women had time to shop while the men  were working inof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33
the ﬁelds. Interestingly, this same argument was  used to justify the
contrasting gender identity of ‘who shops’ in Ajaz. Here, a common
opinion of both male and female farmers was that only men  could
be considered farmers because they are the ones in charge of buying
agricultural products.
Three women (one from Souran and two from Ajaz) thought it
was simply a matter of tradition: if a family in the past generations
had been farmers, the men  today would say they were the farmers
even if they held different jobs. Three women from Ajaz thought it
was more a matter of personal preference, in their village, women
did not like being called farmers because they did not like to do
agricultural work. They reasoned that this was  because the work
was physically heavy, did not always bring monetary reward and
often was not recognized by the other household members as work.
Two women  from Ajaz and one from Souran explained that they
were themselves in charge of all domestic duties, in addition to
their work in the ﬁelds but, they added, their husbands and brothers
did not acknowledge the women’s agricultural work and thus asked
the women also to perform heavy domestic tasks when the women
returned from the ﬁelds.
4.2. Perceptions of what a farmer is
When asked to provide a deﬁnition of ‘what a farmer is’ six
women related the notion of ‘a farmer’ primarily to what ‘men’
do. They referred to the roles that men  and women are assigned
to in (and by) society to explain this association. Three coupled the
notions of respect and gender roles; they thought it would be ‘dis-
respectful’ towards the men  if a woman said that she was  a farmer
since farming is ‘a job for men’. An old lady on the respondent
panel from Souran further extended the referents of gender and
respect, to associate these with ‘shame’: she said that women  had
had to take over men’s work when men  began to look for alterna-
tive employment; however, it would be ‘shameful’ for the women
to say that they had taken on their husband’s role. We glimpse here
some of the social mechanisms at work in discourse that serve to
maintain ‘customary’ gender identities. One young woman  referred
to a different social mechanism, that of religious authority, in main-
taining that the Koran stated that it was  the role of men  to be the
providers for the family, and that this was  a role women should
not have. Two  women referred to yet another mechanism, based
on the following normative causality: they thought that ‘modesty’
was what determined the proper behaviour of women, that mod-
esty meant that only men  appeared in the public domain, and thus
women should not ﬁgure as farmers but should conﬁne themselves
to the private social spaces allowed to an identity as housewives
only. Another woman embedded gender identities in agriculture in
a speciﬁc legal document, the marriage contract: she thought that
marriage contracts in general specify that women are traditionally
not expected to do agricultural work – agricultural work is men’s
work and women do this work only if they need to (and they prefer
not to mention it if they do have to do such work). Another old lady,
from Souran, referred explicitly to men’s perceptions and power in
society as the main determinants of women’s identities. She said:
“Men have the control and they should decide, and they don’t like
it when women  work, acquire knowledge and control. Women  can
only help. This is the way they [the men] think, that they are the
ones providing for the family.” (female farmer, Souran, 17.2.2009).
Five women referred to a material mechanism of power and con-
trol: they identiﬁed ‘land ownership’ as the key element in shaping
agricultural identities. According to them, the men  can say they
are farmers because they own the land that they cultivate, and this
is not the case for women. Five women  thought that the power
of ‘making decisions’ and ‘responsibility for household agriculture’
were key mechanisms in deﬁning a farmer. Five women  referred to
a hierarchy of power in relation to work: they thought that men
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ere considered farmers because they ‘did the most important
obs’ such as shopping, selling, using machines and watering the
rops. One young woman from Souran added the following to this
oint: women did unimportant, i.e., manual, jobs only. An unmar-
ied woman from Ajaz related gender identities to a household’s
ower to hire labour: she maintained that women only helped in
he ﬁelds by doing light agricultural work since for ‘serious’ work
hey hired day labourers. At the same time, she felt she also was
oing the easy tasks when working as a day labourer.
‘Knowledge’ emerged in a special position in the interviews and
ubsequent discourse analysis. According to four women in the
espondent panel ‘knowledge’ was the most important deﬁning
haracteristic that conferred status as a farmer. One young woman
nsisted that ‘a farmer’ is the one who is knowledgeable about agri-
ulture and, she added, men  generally were more knowledgeable
han women, particularly in agriculture. Two of the four women
rgued, to the contrary, that women knew more about agriculture
han men  because they did the actual work and had practical expe-
ience. One of them added that ‘however, the village sees it the other
ay round’ (female farmer, Ajaz, 26.02.2010). The fourth respon-
ent, the older woman from Souran, emphasized that men  do not
ike women to have knowledge and therefore, on the one hand
iscourage them from accessing education and, on the other, over-
ook the knowledge they have. She demonstrated the uneasiness of
howing her knowledge in front of her menfolk when interviewed
n the presence of her sons: whereas on many occasions she had
eclared that she herself was the most knowledgeable person in
griculture in the household, in the presence of her persons she
ould turn all questions asked by the researcher towards them,
rguing that they were the most knowledgeable in the family.
These views are important for development practitioners, and
or any of the women interested in developing their agricultural
oles, because they suggest how identities might shift if ways could
e found to increase and support women’s agricultural knowledge.
.3. Men’s perceptions
Notwithstanding the stereotypical normative assumption that
men farm’ and ‘women only help’, this study found that the
ale respondents held diverse opinions about the involvement
f women in agriculture. During one-man-only interviews (con-
ucted by a man, in Lahetha) the men’s varying opinions about
he involvement of women in agriculture led to a lively discussion.
he husbands of the women interested in PPB argued that women
ndeed played a role in agriculture and in the modernization of
griculture. On the other hand, the men  who already were partici-
ating in PPB maintained that the village women were not working
n agriculture and were not interested in this work. The discussion
ppeared to reﬂect either that the PPB programme had involved in
ts activities all the women  who worked in agriculture in the vil-
age, or a competition for accessing the ‘resource’ of PPB – in which
women’s interest in agriculture’ becomes the means for opening
p access to the PPB resource also to other men. When asked about
his episode, the respondent women argued that most women in
he village were involved in agriculture in ways similar to them.
lso, on a number of occasions in 2009 and 2010 the respondent
omen reiterated that some of the participating men  thought that
he women were competing in their access to the ICARDA seed as
rial hosts or evaluators.
Two other men, both with professional jobs related to advisory
ervices, linked women’s involvement in farming to irrigated agri-
ulture. A male community facilitator from ICARDA and a male
xtension ofﬁcer from Lahetha stressed that women’s contribution
o agriculture was substantial in irrigated areas – because of the
anual labour needed for irrigated crops (e.g., vegetables and cot-
on) – but was  less in rainfed areas where barley is the main cropof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33 31
(together with wheat), which is not labour intensive. One of them
supported the idea that advisory services should also be provided
for women  in the irrigated areas such as Ajaz and Souran.
A male farmer from Lahetha described gender-division of labour
in the village by relating this to the changing inter-play of opportu-
nities for women, and for the small-scale farm sector, as follows: My
opinion is that the women who don’t have a husband work in the ﬁeld
by themselves. But only very few women work in the ﬁeld. Nowadays
women don’t do much. There are two reasons why women don’t work
in agriculture. Firstly, most of the women are otherwise employed, in
the government or educational system for example. Secondly, agricul-
tural work in this region has become very difﬁcult. There is no beneﬁt,
no money. That is why women aren’t interested. Only very few women
work in the ﬁeld (male farmer, Lahetha, 10.02.09).
Although he came to a somewhat different judgement, a male
farmer from Ajaz also described women’s contribution to agri-
culture in terms of the changing interplay of male and female
opportunities: We  (men and women) work hand by hand. They
(women) follow our steps. [. . .]  The workload has decreased in the
last few years. There is less rain and therefore less work. Some young
men are moving to the city. The wife and maybe the son stay behind
and are responsible for the farm (male farmer, Ajaz, 28.01.2009).
During the same interview, however, another male farmer com-
mented that he was  not satisﬁed that women should contribute at
all to agriculture since women  should rather work in the house.
Normally, they go to the ﬁeld after they do the work in the house-
hold’ (male farmer, Ajaz, 28.01.2009).
4.4. Further insights
The evaluation of the International Farmers’ Conference [28]
focused on farmers’ knowledge and on the ‘conference model’ as
a means for opening up the space for women to show their experi-
ence, knowledge and skills in agriculture. The evaluation assessed
(amongst other impacts) changes in the participants’ perceptions
about women’s roles in agriculture over the course of the confer-
ence. More than half of the participants (of which 12 were female
and 14 were male) interviewed at the end of the conference claimed
that they had changed their opinion about women’s role in agricul-
ture. Some (2 men  and 1 woman  participating in the conference)
maintained that they had come to regard women as equal partners;
others (2 men  participating in the conference and 1 woman non-
participant) that they had realized the important role of women  in
agriculture [28]. Three of the participating women farmers argued
that their communities had been surprised by ICARDA’s commit-
ment to supporting the participation of women in the conference
and had drawn the conclusion that ‘they must be good farmers’. A
woman who did not participate in the conference but heard about
it afterwards maintained “I did know that women work in agri-
culture and have experience but only after hearing that women
farmers took part actively in the International Farmers’ Conference
did I realize how important this is” [28].
5. Analysis and discussion
The consensus analysis performed manually to group state-
ments about ‘what is a farmer’ revealed strong normative
agreement, irrespective of the gender of the respondent, across all
seven domains studied and all three villages that ‘men are the farm-
ers’ and ‘farming is man’s work’. These ﬁndings are in line with
numerous studies that have analysed the invisibility of women  as
farmers worldwide [2]. However, the consensus analysis is contra-
dicted by the more nuanced appreciation recorded in our study’s
ﬁndings on men’s and women’s perceptions. The ﬁndings show that
gender relationships and women’s identities are not rigid; they are
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usceptible to change in daily life, based on household needs and
ircumstances, idealized gender roles as well as social status con-
iderations (see also Box 1). Considerable deviance from the norms
f what a woman is ‘ideally supposed to do and be’ was revealed
y the respondents, as households dealt pragmatically with their
eeds and possibilities in the actual conditions they encountered.
This suggests that there is a strong dissonance between men’s
and women’s) actual experience of day-to-day life in farm-
ng households and societal norms. Identities are claimed and
xpressed differently according to the lived and experienced life
orld that is under review. If so, then the space for change in
omen’s roles and status as farmers is both limited (by soci-
tal norms) and potentially subject to change (by the interplay of
ocio-economic changes in the small farm sector and larger soci-
ty). ‘Knowledge’ appears in this dynamic as a mechanism that
otentially has the power to inﬂuence both the normative and the
xperiential life worlds that shape men’s and women’s identities.
The ﬁndings suggest that the same ‘fact’ – such as, ‘both women
nd men  buy agricultural inputs’ – could be interpreted as a
emonstration of women’s lack of involvement in agriculture, i.e.,
o support normative expectations of men’s and women’s ‘agri-
ultural identities’. We  seem to have here an instance of what
airclough describes as follows: “discursive practices are ideo-
ogically invested insofar as they incorporate signiﬁcation that
ontributes to sustaining or restructuring power relations” [30:
1]. However, the Atlas.ti analysis of the discourses recorded in
he interviews also suggests recognition of and acceptance by both
en  and women of deviance when ‘appropriately’ performed, i.e.,
ith due respect to the consensus norms (see also Box 1).
The ﬁndings further indicate that age, status and power in
he household affected the ability of women to ‘be deviant’ in
heir assertions of identity and occupation. It were the three older
omen, and the female heads of households who explicitly deﬁned
hemselves as farmers. Younger women preferred to present their
dentities as conforming to normative expectations – by for exam-
le, underplaying their contribution to family farming – possibly in
rder not to jeopardize their status, marriage prospects, and future
n the community. The transgression of norms by asserting iden-
ities that do not conform to hegemonic discourses of ‘woman’
nd the ‘feminine’, this study suggests, brings the risk of social
arginalization. This was the case, for instance, of the unmarried
oman from Ajaz (who was de facto head of the household) who
ublicly performed traditionally male activities and asserted her
ole as a farmer and, as a consequence, was considered by the village
o have become ‘unsuitable’ for marriage (Box 1). Brandth similarly
eports that in the literature on gender in family farming in Europe
nd elsewhere women were reported to “have severe difﬁculties
n describing their roles and identifying their occupation” [8: 184],
nd gives comparable reasons why this is so, i.e., if women’s posi-
ion in the farm household is tied to their marital status and they
o not have direct claims to ownership of the farm, or if their work
s not publicly recognized as awarding income and status.
We turn now to the consideration of how a PPB programme
ight address and, most importantly, involve women who might
ish to develop their agricultural roles and claim status as farmers
hen this role is publicly underplayed. The analysis suggests that
he PPB programme would have to base its operations not only on
n analysis of the actual gender division of labour in any locality
31] but also on careful and systematic observation in the ﬁeld, and
n what women themselves say about their interest and roles in
arming. The programme would then have to ﬁnd practical ways
o organize its work to reﬂect the fact that not all women  would
ave such an interest, and be prepared to ﬁnd ways that would
upport women’s ‘deviance’ (by participating) rather than bringing
pon them social retribution. Our study suggests that this would
ot be an easy task, with even the ﬁrst round of analysis requiringof Life Sciences 64– 65 (2013) 25– 33
time and sensitivity in the performance. It also suggests, however,
that Padavic and Butterﬁeld’s conclusion, that “as long as rigid pre-
scriptions for gendered behaviour are inscribed in institutions [. . .]
members of excluded groups will remain in the identity limbo” [32:
193], will apply to PPB researchers too, unless they take pro-active
initiatives to change their own  default behaviours.
The PPB programme might also consider affecting dominant
perceptions and norms by addressing the ‘knowledge issue’ more
explicitly. Our study indicates that by contributing to show
women’s experience and knowledge, PPB can positively affect the
perceptions of women as farmers. It also indicates that by position-
ing PPB in terms of its contribution to experience and information
access – rather than ‘education’ that is considered unsuitable for
women above 12 – some of the challenges to women’s partici-
pation might be lessened. This suggestion in turn raises the issue
of whether ‘identity deﬁnition’ is in fact the core problem. Would
broader acceptance of the identity of women  as farmers imply sub-
stantial changes in other aspects of women’s lives, and/or their
capabilities? Michael [12] holds that when individuals structure
their identity discourses, they seek to satisfy the exigencies of their
immediate situation. In this frame it would be fascinating – and
with large practical consequences – to study whether continued
denial of women  as farmers would become a symptom of a fac-
tual transgression by women of a persistent norm. Murshed argues
that “ostentation of identity works as a device in the theatre of
power in multiple social locations where individuals transact” [14:
402]. That is, change in the identity of women as farmers would
need to be coupled to wider roles for women as farmers in social
spaces currently dominated by men. Murshed’s emphasis on the
transactional nature of identity, and the assertion of identity, sug-
gests that no absolute meaning could be assigned to the concept of
women farmers, that applies to all contexts, at all times. The pro-
tean nature of local discourses of identities might be the reason
behind Brandth’s suggestion that: “farm women’s strained rela-
tionship to gender equality and feminism has continued to puzzle
feminist researchers” [8: 186].
6. Conclusions
This article addresses the issue of women’s recognition as farm-
ers, based on an in-depth study in three villages in Syria and an
International Farmer Conference. It presents evidence that despite
the women’s increasing involvement in agricultural work and man-
agement, their role as farmers is underplayed or denied, and that
various social determinants affect the ability and readiness of
women themselves to assert an identity as farmers. The analysis
reveals dissonance between dominant, normative discourses that
identify men  as farmers and a more nuanced, situated appreciation
of and respect for the actual work that men  and women do as rural
society is caught up in larger socio-economic processes of change.
The article concludes by suggesting that a more explicit position-
ing of PPB activity in terms of its contribution to information access
and experience might assist those women  who do want to develop
their agricultural roles, to do so in ways that might allow them to
transact their participation in the new opportunity in ways that do
not explicitly transgress dominant norms.
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